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Abstract
In pedagogical treaties, irony is usually neglected or little analysed. As it is placed at the antipode of seriousness, objectivity, 
scrupulousness, features that characterise scientific knowledge, we ask if irony can be considered, in this circumstance, as an 
instrument of transmitting or generating knowledge. By means of two great personalities, Socrates and Aristotle, we establish in 
this paper the border between irony and scientific research, indicating the statute of irony and its value in the act of the formation 
of the man.
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Irony, as a pedagogical topic, has become a subject of my philosophical reflections as soon as I became a teacher. 
After 1989, it was evident that irony remained educators’ last resort for maintaining their authority, their last tool to 
GHDOZLWK UHEHOOLRXVVWXGHQWV DQG WRPRWLYDWH WKHPHGXFDWLRQDOO\7KHQ,FDPHDFURVV9DVLOH%ăQFLOă¶VVWXG\The 
Pedagogy of Irony (in Opere YRO ,, ,VWURV 3XEOLVKLQJ +RXVH RI WKH0XVHXP RI %UăLOD0XVHXP RI 5RPDQLDQ
Literature, Bucharest, 2004), published posthumously, but written in 1922-1923. Before reading this work, I wanted 
to clarify on my own some aspects regarding a possible pedagogy of irony.
How can irony direct a student or mankind? How can an educator employ it without impinging his or her social 
status and professional mission? How would such a teacher (not a teacher of irony, but an ironic or ironist teacher) 
look like as long as his or her professional status should be made up of features such as reliability, objectivity, 
detachment, equity? All these questions unavoidably converged towards Socrates’ personality. In our collective 
consciousness, he seems to be the educator par excellence, who appropriated the lesson of irony and practised it 
devoutly. Reliability, objectivity, detachment, equity and assertion (in the sense of dixit) are the features defining 
this magister who dedicated himself to his knowledge, from which he borrowed an undisputed authority, but who 
claimed from his adepts to interiorise and render the knowledge of his high art in this infallible clad. Worthy of the 
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highest respect, burdened with honours, magister is thus forever engraved in our memories, among those who led us 
on the path of knowledge.
Irony has nothing to do with science, with that noble mission of school to lead students on the path of knowledge. 
Uncertainty, precariousness, unreliability, subjectivity, interested involvement and negativity are elements which 
mingle in the learning process when irony is employed. Under these circumstances is it reasonable to enquire 
ourselves what educational value can we find in irony? How can the example of Socrates be of any help?
We have noticed that science and irony do not get along, even more so when science becomes the target of irony. 
An ironist teacher does not take his or her own science seriously, he or she interiorises it in its precariousness and, 
generally, he or she has substantial ideas concerning the precariousness of human knowledge as a whole. He or she 
also becomes ironic with his own department colleagues. What about students? Is a teacher not harmful when he or 
she practises negative attitudes towards science? Is he or she not detrimental when teaching students not to take 
theories, postulates, formulae or statistical tables seriously? For a short period of time, when he was employed as a 
professor of Logics, Emil Cioran taught students that the identity principle was sick. How crazy was that! Such an 
attitude seems even more slanderous when the teacher seems to be actively involved in the act of his or her own 
denigration. And we have to imagine how the climate in the classroom is, how the students are involved in the 
educational act, whether we can still speak of an education. In this case it is certain that temporariness rules, that 
improvisation and subjectivity of all partners take shape, gaining a wide area of manifestation. I think it is useless to 
even wonder whether such a teacher will remain in the students’ active memory. With the chaos and deconstruction 
he or she induced, that person would be certainly forgotten easily.
Our educational system should rejoice that crazy teachers such as Cioran refuse to go along, that such educators 
are virtually inexistent. And then, how can collective conscious remember Socrates [“One man’s entire life may 
seem an irony, as Socrates’ life seems to have been; this is why he was named “the ironist”, as he was acting the 
fool and pretended to hold a great admiration to others as if they had been wise” (Quintilian, Arta RUDWRULFă
[Institutes of Oratory], IX, II, 46, Minerva Publishing, Bucharest, 1974)], without any kind of works, to the same 
extent as it remembers Aristotle, the author of monumental works? The former is remembered as an ironist par 
excellence, while the mediaeval people related to the latter as magister dixit, passing on the formula to us. It is 
certain that the educational value undertaken by the two men determined the choice for their demarche as 
representative for all times. We also need to note that, although the two personalities signify two opposing paideic 
patterns (Socrates practised to a great extent irony, while Aristotle practised academism), knowledge is no stranger 
to the former. There is a heritage, though there is no oeuvre, but in the same time we can also speak of Aristotle the 
ironist. Evidence in this respect is his famous syllogism pattern, but we can also emphasise the presence of many 
gibes with the delicate flavour of irony in his works: All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is 
mortal.
Whilst most of us have no doubts concerning the model and value of the educators who teach students the axioms 
of geometry, the art of measuring areas, the calculation of the trajectory of  (more or less celestial) bodies, the 
anatomy of the human body, the historical events, the grammatical structure and lexis of dead or living languages or 
the fantastic mystery of acquiring profit, we should all the more focus on the model and paideic value of the teacher 
specialising in irony.
The Socratic pattern in education has been preserved in Pedagogy in what at least one of the teaching-learning 
methods is concerned, namely Maieutics, also known as heuristic conversation or dialogue. Educationalists 
acknowledge the Socratic roots of this method without insisting too much on the circumstances in which the 
magister used it. They just mention the fact, moving on immediately to technical information concerning the method 
construction and its employment in various moments of the lesson. In short, Maieutics would be an art of inquiry, a 
chain of questions addressed to students, which contain bits of information capable to stir interest, curiosity, 
response and the explosive joy caused by the illusion of discovering the truth on one’s own (that Eureka! – I have 
found it). So far, it looks like nothing from what irony should be and nothing dangerous or despicable for the actual 
educational exercise. And teachers ought to consider that they are great and respectable heirs of Socrates every time 
they resort to Maieutics. In the end, the system can only be happy with such educators.
However, acting this way, Socrates’ spirit has been evoked and released only to a very limited extent. The 
connection between Maieutic and irony is far from being understood. The bite did not come to life, it is still 
invisible, and pedagogy treatises are quiet in this respect. When practising heuristic conversation as described above, 
the bite is pointed at the teacher himself or herself: he or she needs to bite from himself / herself in front of the 
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students, to feign ignorance and the impossibility to discover the truth on his or her own. (“what do you think…?”, 
“How does this happen?”, “Can you help me? “I don’t see how this…”, “Do you remember better than me how….?” 
etc.). If it is ignored, this aspect makes Maieutic be applied negligently most often than not. I have noticed this at 
many classes where I have assisted, in lesson plans or, what is more unacceptable, even in examples provided by 
various didactical treaties, which take heuristic conversation for the inquiring one.
Socrates did not hesitate to bite himself, to mock at himself: I know that I do not know anything! And he was 
acknowledging this, he, a humble hewer, in front of great Athenians, as well as in front of those who wanted to 
acquire fame by lecturing in the famous city. This sublime gesture of feigning ignorance in front of the scholars of 
his time entails a profound act of humility, of humbleness, of kenosis, anticipating the Christian Teacher and the 
first of the beatitudes: Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the Kingdom of Heaven. In general, we, humans, 
imagine ourselves as spirited; we believe that it suffices to get a graduation diploma and that there is nothing left to 
long for afterwards. And our life goes on in this state of self-complacency. No apprehension reaches us, not a sign of 
doubt touches our soul: “Those poor in spirit are the stupid ones, the uneducated or, poor souls, the madmen. How, 
in the name of the Lord, does the Almighty send them directly to the Kingdom of Heaven?!” This is our one and 
only impenetrable mystery and we seem to believe this an outrageous injustice. It never crosses our mind that this is 
not fulfilled spirit, but imagined spirit. The imagined richness of spirit redeems you in this world, but does not 
redeem you from the imagined one. 
Who shall be redeemed amongst our people? The one who is like Socrates, Apollo answered to an inquisitive 
Athenian who wanted to know who was the wisest man on Earth. How comes? Socrates himself wondered in front 
of the crowd that was to judge and sentence him; how can I be the wisest man on Earth when I say all the time that I 
do not know anything? I cannot be wise, this is a virtue of the Gods; I can only be on the path of wisdom, and I can 
only be the friend of wisdom. My spirit is poor, I know that I do not know anything and I cannot find my peace until 
I get rich, which will not happen here for sure, but perhaps in the Kingdom of Heavens. A sly one, Socrates – he saw 
himself as poor and, lapsed into Maieutics, enthused in his last day of life, before drinking the poison which the 
judgement of the crowd sentenced him to, that he would soon meet Homer, Solon, Thales and other illustrious 
scholars whom he would not spare from his questioning, as he had not spared his earthlings either. 
And what did Socrates achieve with this artifice – feigning ignorance? The first visible effect was the unleashing 
of his interlocutor, the one complacent with his spirit. Our students are all spirited, this is how we should regard 
them, and we need to leave room for them to unleash, to get affirmed. It is not us who should prevail; this is 
Socrates’ first lesson. After biting himself, Socrates is unforgiving, you will not be able to get rid of him, he would 
continue to bite, subtly, discreetly, trying not to upset and discourage his interlocutor too much (the interlocutor, not 
his opponent! How often is our student regarded as an opponent whom we try, with sadistic pleasure, to catch at a 
vantage, whom we persecute when we have problems at home?) No, we always remain in partnership. And what do 
you think will Socrates bite in the frame of this partnership? He will bite from the interlocutor’s answers, he will 
ironise them. To what effect? To the effect of giving those up through an awakening to a new answer, more targeted, 
more truthful. The second lesson is one of ascending through collective efforts, of rising through the survey of 
provisional aspects meant to help us encompass the whole, the bigger picture. But something else is also learnt 
during this lesson: the road to truth through struggle, through communication, not exposure: Magister dixit. Will our 
magister of irony continue to bite? Certainly. It is in his or her nature of ironist teacher. He or she will ironize the 
final result itself, teaching us the lesson of its inexistence, of the temporariness in which we are as far as our 
knowledge of the whole is concerned. But what about the gain? The gain is not on the part of the knowledge of the 
world as much as on that of the revelation of the poverty in spirit. And thus we have released our interlocutor 
student from the vane illusion that once graded, once awarded a diploma, his spirit reached the heaven. The third 
lesson is one of acknowledging the poverty in spirit. This way, the apprentices become the master’s equals in the art 
of acquiring spirit against the acknowledged background of this poverty.
You, a student, cannot imitate Aristotle who is, more often than not, even repugnant to you. You imitate his 
teachings by memorizing, understanding and interpreting them provided that your skills have been trained in this 
direction, which, in the education system, is left adrift. Only a madman can form such skills in you. “The identity 
principle is sick!” Further on, if you try to bring arguments in favour of this principle’s sickness, you understand its 
ways, but also open up towards the exercise of thinking, without ever forgetting the astonishment Cioran has elicited 
in you and your passion in confronting him. Socrates created a wide variety of schools. The most representative one, 
Plato’s Academia, was also creative in this respect, giving birth, in its turn, to Aristotle’s Lyceum. Aristotle 
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stimulated the methodical and scientific thinking especially, being less concerned with becoming a model. The 
involvement of subjectivity is missing from his political and ethical writings, leaving room for objectivity, as a 
distinguished marker of science. This is the reason why this philosopher’s life does not help us learn anything. 
Unlike Socrates, in his case it was better if we did not mention biographical elements at all, as it is the case with that 
shameful event at the end of his life, when he fled Athens to avoid being sentenced to death for the merit of having 
been the teacher of the conqueror of Greece, Alexander the Great. 
You can imitate Socrates, with his proverbial poverty, but you ought to imitate him in spirit, irony being the 
supreme force of the Socratic spirit. You ought not to act like his apprentice, Antisthenes, who, in his desire to 
follow his magister, was blatantly displaying a well-worn cloak. “I can see conceit through the holes in your coat”, 
Socrates corrected him ironically. Therefore, the true ironist teacher does not claim sterile imitation, just to be 
fashionable, but a creative walk on the path towards critical research where doubt (concerning you, your truths and 
those of the world) is the key to a spiritual life which is not restricted either by self-complacency or by the world’s 
complacency). 
I have made these considerations in accordance with my experience and my desire to answer the question in the 
title of this paper before starting to read VasLOH%ăQFLOă¶VPedagogy of Irony. Surely, from now on, my reading of 
this text will round off the image I already have; it will change it, perhaps, with respect to what irony should be in 
contemporary Romanian school. I also think – and I must confess that was my intention – that I have stirred the 
UHDGHU¶VLQWHUHVWLQWKHVWXG\RIWKLVSKLORVRSKHUIURP%UăLODZKRLQWKHLQWHUZDUSHULRGZDVDOVRDQLQVSHFWRUIRUWKH
FRXQWLHVRI%UăLOD&RYXUOXL7HFXFLDQG%DFăX
The provisional conclusion is that irony is pedagogy of school, but also pedagogy of life. We cannot separate 
them. Life’s school and school’s life are one and the same. We can only live through struggle, confrontation and 
bettering ourselves. 
Appendix. Fragment from the work coordinated by Jacqueline Russ, Istoria filosofiei. Gândirile fondatoare,  
Bucharest: Univers Enciclopedic, 2000, pp. 32-33.
The botfly and the crampfish
Menon, for example, confesses, not without humility, to Socrates his embarrassment at the questions posed by 
the magister; enchanted, he bears the yokes of a seduction which makes his body and soul stiff. Astonished, aware 
that he no longer knows what he thought he mastered – the nature of virtue – Menon experiences the dispossession 
of his certainties, the questioning of a knowledge which he had considered firm and certain before. At this 
confession, Socrates does not settle for his role as a guide, a permanent keeper of a truth which only he possesses. 
The metaphor of the crampfish, this big fish which indeed paralyse its victim, used by the disciple to describe the 
Master’s action, becomes Socrates’ metaphor. “If the crampfish itself is still and thus stiffens the others, I admit that 
I resemble it, otherwise I don’t. Indeed, I am not the person who, having all the means at his hand, throws obstacles 
in someone else’s way; if I block the others is only because I am myself at a dead end” (Menon, 80c). Socrates 
affirms to know what it means to do not know and fights any kind of presumptive science. Does not the quality of 
being wise only suit the gods? (Phaedrus, 278d) All he cares about is redemption. His mission – from the gods –
consists in provoking the Athenians (“like a botfly”), in directing them towards philosophical awakening, in 
“obsessing them from dusk till dawn” (Apology, 30e). His method, Maieutics, or the art of delivering spirit, doubled 
with irony, this savant art of posing questions, this “subjective form of dialectics”, according to Hegel, aims 
precisely to provoke the very departure from the subject, from its depths even, with the help of a game of questions, 
through the matter of his reflection. Nothing can be learnt from inside besides what one already knows. This 
resumes the fact that Socrates does not create anything, nor does he give birth to anything. He is simply forced by 
the gods to help others deliver (Theaitetos, 150c). Plato’s and Xenophon’s confessions concord in this respect: 
Socrates teaches you “to extract philosophy from your own depths” (Xenophon, The Symposium 1, 5). To 
philosophise means to know yourself, in direct relation to the Delphic principle, means to reflect yourself, in other 
words, to turn back to you, to the centre of your own self, to your soul and spirit. Nothing else really matters.  
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